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Protesters became increasingly frustrated at the slow pace of developments at 
the UN’s climate change conference in Copenhagen last month. Nigel Williams 
reports.
Few degrees of freedomThe climate change conference in 
Copenhagen last month went to the 
wire with no agreement emerging 
until late on the last day. Ahead of 
the meeting, President Obama was 
expected to make a significant financial 
commitment to a global climate 
protection fund rather than improve 
on his provisional offer of cutting 
emissions by 4 per cent on 990 levels 
by 2020. The final accord declared 
deep cuts in emissions are required 
but without specific details and backed 
a $00 billion plan to help poorer 
countries by 2020 but without saying 
where the money would come from.
Ed Miliband, Britain’s energy and 
climate change secretary, endorsed 
the plan early in the last week and 
suggested it was the best outcome 
that could be expected, given the 
difficulties Obama faced in persuading Congress to accept climate control 
legislation.
“Countries have to do what they are 
able to. I think we have to judge what 
everyone has to offer in the round. For 
developed countries, both the carbon 
reduction and the finance they provide 
is crucial,” Miliband said.
However, the US proposal angered 
many at the meeting because it 
would allow the country, which is 
responsible for more of the carbon 
in the atmosphere than any other, to 
avoid the swift and painful transition to 
a low-carbon economy being proposed 
by the EU.
There were growing fears that a deal 
might not be reached earlier in the last 
week. “It is possible we may not get 
an agreement,” Gordon Brown, the 
British prime minister said. “This is 
also true of many issues to be sorted out, but I am determined with the 
conversations I have had already today 
to do everything I can to bring the 
world together.”
Brown held meetings with many 
leaders seeking support for his 
proposal for a $00 billion annual fund 
to help poor countries to convert to 
renewable energy and mitigate the 
effects of climate change.
He proposed that the UN establish a 
working group to recommend possible 
sources of finance for the climate fund, 
including a global financial transaction 
tax and a tax on aviation and shipping. 
“We are at a critical moment,” he said. 
But no details were agreed.
Before his arrival, Obama had come 
in for considerable criticism at the 
conference. Daryl Hannah, the actress 
and environmental campaigner, spoke 
on behalf of a coalition of green groups 
that the president was protecting 
corporate interests. “He was elected 
on a wave of hope for real change and 
this is a golden opportunity to show he Pressure: Danish police resist the increasingly frustrated protesters at the climate change summit in Copenhagen. (Picture: Peter Dejong/AP/
Press Association Images.) 
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said.
Todd Stern, the US climate change 
envoy, had made it clear early in the 
conference that Obama would not be 
improving on the 4 per cent offer. 
Climate bills considered by Congress 
contain proposals for about $7 billion 
of public finance in 2020 to protect 
rainforests and to help poor countries 
to adapt to climate change and convert 
to renewable energy.
Britain’s Prince Charles also 
addressed the meeting early in the 
last week in an effort to bolster 
commitments. “The eyes of the 
world are upon you and it is no 
understatement to say that, with your 
signatures, you can write our future,” 
he told delegates.
“We appear intent upon consuming 
the planet. It seems likely, on current 
patterns of use, that our global fisheries 
will collapse by 2050 and, already, fresh 
water is becoming scarcer, placing 
global food security at even greater 
hazard,” he said.
“In the last 50 years we have 
degraded 30 per cent of global topsoil 
and destroyed 30 per cent of all the 
world’s rainforests. All of these issues 
are linked to each other and to climate 
change — a truly vicious circle.”
And, on the morning of the final day 
at the meeting, The Guardian in London 
reported a leaked document from a 
UN secretariat at the summit which 
had concluded that commitments up 
to that day could still lead to global 
temperatures increasing by an average of 3ºC, one degree higher than the 
target thought to limit future climate 
change.
Computer models suggest a 3ºC rise 
would mean up to 70 million more 
people suffering severe coastal floods 
and 550 million more at risk of hunger, 
according to the Stern economic review 
of climate change produced for the 
UK government. This report also said 
that such a rise could leave up to 50 
per cent of species facing extinction. 
Even a 2ºC rise — that considered 
a target for cuts in greenhouse gas 
emissions — could lead to a sharp 
decline in tropical crop yields, more 
flooding and droughts, the report said.
The leaked document highlighted 
the gap between commitments at the 
beginning of the meeting and those 
required to achieve a maximum of 2°C 
rise. “Global emissions will remain on 
an unsustainable pathway that could 
lead to concentrations equal or above 
550 parts per million, with the related 
temperature rise around 3°C,” it says. 
But the final agreement committed 
only to a vague promise to limit the rise 
in global temperatures to 2°C with no 
specifics on how to achieve that.
In spite of these and other warnings 
about the threat of climate change from 
increasing greenhouse gas emissions, 
President Obama in particular has 
been faced with a growing number of 
climate change sceptics, who do not 
believe human-generated emissions 
are responsible for climate change 
and that any changes may be part of a 
natural cycle.Britain’s Royal Society issued a 
strong statement backing the scientific 
evidence. “It is certain that greenhouse 
gas emissions from the burning of 
fossil fuels and from land use change 
lead to a warming of climate, and it is 
very likely that these greenhouse gases 
are the dominant cause of the global 
warming that has been taking place 
over the past 50 years.”
Their statement also echoed the 
warnings of the UN secretariat’s report. 
“A maximum global temperature 
increase of 2ºC since pre-industrial 
times has been adopted by many 
nations as a goal to prevent dangerous 
climate change,” they say. “If global 
greenhouse gas emissions are reduced 
at 3–4 per cent per year after 2020, it 
has been estimated that there is a 50:50 
chance of limiting global temperature 
increase to roughly 2ºC, but only if 
greenhouse gas emissions begin to 
decline within the next decade. By 
2050, emissions would need to be 
down to near 50 per cent of their 990 
levels with continuing reductions in the 
second half of the century.”
The Royal Society’s statement on 
the Copenhagen conference also 
highlighted further the evidence of 
the impact of rising temperatures. 
“Continuing climate change, even 
at the current rate, will lead to very 
significant impacts. Some feedbacks 
raise concerns that this change will 
accelerate as the Earth warms further. 
These feedbacks include reduced 
carbon dioxide absorption by the 
ocean and land, emissions of methane 
from melting tundra, and the impact 
of changing sea ice on the reflection 
of solar radiation and the heat transfer 
from the ocean.”
While the Royal Society’s assessment 
is alarming, others were calling some 
other claims alarmist. Al Gore, who 
has been campaigning on the issue 
of global warming, claimed that the 
North Pole could be ice-free within 
five years. But the chief author of the 
report Gore used to base his statement, 
Wieslaw Maslowski, a climatologist 
at the US Naval Postgraduate School 
in California, said his information had 
been misrepresented by Gore’s office.
Gore maintained that one of the most 
visible signs of global warming was 
seen at the poles, which has certainly 
been demonstrated by much research.
Whatever the final repercussions of 
the Copenhagen conference, climate 
change will not shift from the top of the 
global political agenda.
